MAST 


“Comics are printed on paper, which is 
expensive, making it tough to stay in business.” 


- Glenn Danzig 
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I remember the tunnels. I remember crawling on my 
hands and knees through the dark, and I remember 
candlelight and a wide-open cavern dripping with 
orange. A flash of white light. Hands all over me. 
Miss Shana’s open mouth under a hood. My guts on 
the table but stuffed back inside before Dad comes 

to pick me up. Mom and Dad tell me they aren't mad 
but I know they are. I don’t know if they're mad at 
me, or someone else, or both, but when I ask how 
they're doing they sometimes have to leave the room. 
It makes me worried all the time. They haven't been 
talking as much about my preschool on TV lately. 
They stopped making me go to the courthouse a long 
time ago, but it’s easier to pretend none of this ever 
happened now that people aren't talking about it as 
much. For Christmas, I tell my parents that I want to 
go see a movie. The one present I open on Christmas 
Eve is a box with three tickets to “Kindergarten Cop. 

I am very happy. My parents seem happy too. That 
makes me happier. Arnold’s voice makes me laugh. 
The chase scene in the mall is great. I imagine what 

it would be like to have a ferret. Then a kid character 
shows up to school with a bruise on his neck. I see the 
dark spot where his dad grabbed him and I see dots 
and stop breathing. I’m back in the tunnels. First they 
told me I was there and then they told me I wasn't. It 
doesn't matter, because I go back inside them every 


day now. Miss Shana and Mister Stapleton and others I 
never met tear me apart. Arnold shows up with them. 
I remember what happened. I wish what happened 
would stop changing. I throw up in the theater and my 
parents take me home. 


It started with a joke. We were reading funny posts to 
each other. He was laying on the couch with one leg 
up. I was on the floor. I showed him an image of two 
girl characters from a cartoon wed seen with text that 
said “there’s nothing gay about frotting with your best 
homie”. He said he didn’t know what frotting was and 
I explained it to him. He thought about it for a second, 
maybe not even that long, and then laughed. Then in 
one motion he crossed his legs and sat up. He seemed 
embarrassed. 
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I’m walking around the city trying to clear my head. 
I’m waiting for the light to change at an intersection 
and looking at my phone. A girl I used to work with 
just shared a stock image of a sad woman with her 
knees held to her chest. The text overlaid above her 
says “do you ever feel like you might just be a bad 
person??” I lock my phone and put it in my jacket 
pocket. I keep my hand inside and feel around until 
I find the leathery stiffness of the kid’s ear ’'ve been 
carrying for the last few days. I have a pretty good idea 
of what kind of person I am. 
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It was while walking through the park one Saturday 
afternoon that David first began to suspect a building 
was growing from his body. For weeks he studied 

his skin, identifying what began as minor irritations 
— a pockmark here, a scaly patch there — but soon 
became much more alarming. He knew something 
was wrong. But the exact nature of his condition did 
not become clear until strangers began approaching 
him along the walking trail and knocking on his 
breastbone. 
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When I get to my cousin’s house there are buckets of 
soapy water in every room in the house. My aunt and 
uncle say moths have been getting inside for the last 
few days, and the reflection of the soap in the water 
confuses them, so they fly in and drown. There are a 
few dead ones in each bucket when I arrive, but the 
darker it gets the more appear, until each bucket has 

a neat little floating pile. My cousin is in one of his 
moods and wont play, so when night time arrives I 
turn on the TV and shut out the lights. At first one by 
one, then in great clusters, moths flock to the glow of 
the big screen and cover the TV Guide channel. I pull 
the blanket higher until I’m almost submerged. I go all 
the way under when, from all around the house, I hear 
tiny splashes and the wet beating of wings. 
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AN AciDET™ 


More heat than ever before or since. The particles 
constituting his head reconstituting over and over, 
duplicating, exploding, dying. Time doesn’t stop, it 
just doesn’t exist for a while. Crossections of brain 

laid out on glass plates and smashed back together. 
The kindness and the malice inside him jumbled, 
distended, warped into new evils, novel tenderness. 
His brain processing none of it, the act of processing 
made irrelevant. The only real experience he's ever 
had. He raises his hands to his face and places them on 
his skull. This light caress brings all the sharpness back 
and for a second it feels like it might happen again, like 
he might lose himself for good. But he doesn't, not all 
of it. Only the pieces he can hear splashing to the floor. 
Instinct propels him back toward the machine, away 
from the voices. Everything is wet and hot. Under the 
flood of all that’s ever been, a shimmer cuts through, 
materializing right in front of him; the size of a door. 
The worst kind of mistake; one which can't be helped. 
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The red light leaves halos in my vision. The room 
smells like chemicals. My photographs are wet in front 
of me and I’m hanging them with tongs to drip-dry. 
One of them is a picture of you waiting for the light to 
change at an intersection. One of them is you inside 

a sandwich shop waiting to order something. One of 
them is you getting into an Uber outside Walgreens. 
One of them is you sneezing inside your bedroom in 
your third floor apartment. One of them is your front 
door. One of them is me holding your mouth open 
with both hands. One of them is me reaching deep 
down into your neck through your open mouth. One 
of them is the stuff I pulled out. 
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The recommended book on sale at the coffee shop 
today is a self-help book that teaches readers how to 
not give a fuck. I pick it up and begin to leaf through 
when the car obliterates the shop’s front windows. The 
bumper pins someone against the wall at the stomach, 
leaving them bleeding from the mouth and unable to 
move their legs. I run outside and am a block away 
when I realize I’m still holding the book. 
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I’m at a beauty store looking around like I have no 
idea what I want. A nice lady comes up to me and 
asks if I need any help. I tell her that my girlfriend is 
trying to bleach her hair and she asked me to go pick 
up some things but I already forgot what those things 
were. The lady who works here laughs and says she'll 
need powder bleach and developer. I already know 
that but I let her lead me there anyway. She asks me 
how dark my girlfriend’s hair is and I say very. She 
says okay, then I'll want the thirty or forty volume. 
She asks how many bottles I want and I say well, my 
girlfriend wants to stock up so I may as well get a lot. 
She grabs five and I say I hope that’s enough so she 
grabs two more and I say that should be fine. She asks 
me if I need gloves and a brush and I say no I think we 
have that stuff at home. Now that I have what I want 
I’m desperate to get home with it. I am rude for the 
remainder of the transaction and I leave a sour taste 
on the lady’s tongue when I leave. She was so nice 

to me. I get home and crack the lid of the plastic tub 
full of bones, macerated this morning, clean of meat 
but stained with big streaks of blood and dirt. I crack 
the first bottle and pour the developer on top. Then 
another. Then another. Then another. I wipe it all 
around a femur like I’m lubing a condom and gently 
place it back in the tub. I sit eager in front of it and 
watch everything go white. 
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ON KNOWN CER 


You're gonna find a chubby teenager missing some 
important parts in the dam later today, if you’re lucky. 
I know mountain lions get down there all the time. So 
he might be missing a little more than he was when 

I tossed him. I’m really serious, you guys have to do 
something about this. Somebody has to stop me before 
I do something really bad. 
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Porch lights slice through the blackness of the night 
sky. It’s summer and I’m eight years old. I’m being 
pursued by a slackjawed friend of a friend at a 
sleepover, hiding behind a protruding pipe that draws 
well water into the house. He's bigger but I’m faster. 
He stampedes toward me and I fake right, then dart 
left. He falls for it and his knee collides with the pipe, 
echoing with a springy crack. He tips over headfirst 
and flattens his nose into the dirt, knocked out. Blood 
bubbles out of his nose. I watch him like that until he 
snaps out of it and starts screaming. 
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I'm standing before a great wall of canned tomatoes. 
I’m pretending to look at the different brands, 
imagining that if someone asked what I was up to I 
could say that I was looking specifically for DOP San 
Marzano tomatoes, something I learned about from a 
YouTube cooking show. Really I’m just keeping an eye 
on the worker tagging green beans. He's a scrawny guy, 
maybe 20 years old. I don't have a plan for him yet. I 
like to be spontaneous. 
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She's digging through hard soil at the base of a modest 
tree. She's pulling clumps of mushrooms from the 
earth and placing them in her mouth with her thumb 
and forefinger. Deliberate. Her flesh sits against her 
bones as if vacuum sealed. Her hair is a miasma of 
knots. She is naked and shuddering in the cold night 


alr. 


Beaten to shreds by sunlight, she traverses the public 
park where I have sometimes seen her in relative 
darkness. People amble down the path several yards 
ahead of me, but I am the only one who sees her. 

No one is used to seeing skin like hers anymore. She 
is scaled like a lizard, covered in big, dry, hardened 
patches which crack and reform and no longer shed. 
There is dirt caught between the layers. She could be 
aged like a tree if cut in half. 


I do not yet know if she can see me. In truth, I am still 
uncertain of her humanity. I begin to approach her as 
if I’m trying not to startle a cat. After my first steps, 
she turns to face me, slow and deliberate. I see that she 
is, despite appearances, more like me than something 
else. I hold out my hand, and when she does not come 
to it I ask if she needs any help. 


For a time she is silent. Then, in warbling but 


33 


nevertheless clear tones, she says: 
“Will you bring me my coat?” 


And before me is a coat where there was once only 
grass. 


I pick it up and hand it to her. She pulls it around her 
shoulders and slumps backward onto the ground. 

I stand there unsure of what to do next until she 
punches the ground beside her once, hard, and 
gestures at me to sit with her open palm. 


“I want to tell you about something that happened to 
me, she says. 


So I sit and listen. 


Many years ago she awoke floating atop a sea of 
people. They stood beneath her and guided her body 
with their hands. None of them were clothed. When 
she looked out to see where the ocean of bodies 
might end, she could see only the tops of heads far 
into the horizon. She panicked and tried to stand 
and run across them, but she immediately lost her 
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balance. When she tried to pull herself forward, as 

if swimming, the people below flipped her onto her 
back. Paralyzed by fear, she allowed herself to float 
for a while, letting the hands carry her where they 
wanted. But soon bodies began to rise from the crowd, 
and she was no longer the only one lost at sea. She 
rejoiced, and the hands directed her closer to the new 
castaways, whom she embraced. And when she did 
she felt herself grow slick and it was the natural thing 
to pull them inside her, or to insert herself inside 
them. As she did, more bodies rose to join them and 
the hands beneath pushed them faster and faster. And 
soon she could not tell herself from others. It was as 
if her tongue was many, her hands ever multiplying, 

a hot, pulsating, oppressive and sweet sensation 
flooding her senses until it all blended into skin: an 
endless, rolling wall, wet like the inside of a cheek in 
some places but covered in papules and moles and hair 
in others. She could not say how long she persisted in 
this state, whether weeks or decades. But after a time, 
perception itself started to give way. As her vision was 
about to give way to nothing but blinding white heat, 
she hit the ground hard. 


I sit with her for a long time after she finishes her 


i 


story. Just a little beyond us, the halogen lights 
illuminating a walkway flick off. The park is closed for 
the night. I wonder where she will sleep but decide I 
don't actually care to know. 


I ask her why she wanted to tell me all this. 

She looks at the dirt before her and picks something 
out of her teeth. I wonder if she will speak at all. And 
then she looks at me and says, not out loud, but just in 


my head: 


“I wanted someone to know that things are better for 
me now.’ 
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All pieces except “Zosimas” are from abandoned 
projects or were otherwise unplaceable. 


“Zosimas’ was written for Krzysztof Honowski’s 2022 
exhibition “The Holy Petrol Station of Imaginary 
Penitents” at the Alte Tankstelle Deutz in Cologne, 


Germany. 


Thanks to Remy Boydell for nudge. 
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